[Melatonin. I. Physiology of its secretion].
Melatonin is a hormone mainly secreted by the pineal gland during the dark phase of the light-dark cycle. The best known function of melatonin in mammals is to transmit information concerning light-dark cycles playing the role of an active neuroendocrine transducer of environmental information. Although melatonin circadian rhythm is endogenous, based on 25 hour cycles, it is modulated by light-dark cycle. During the day, the light signal is sent to the pineal gland through a special neuronal pathway and inhibits melatonin secretion. During the night, the last neuron of this pathway which is coming from the cervical ganglion superior releases nonadrenalin in the interstitium. Nonadrenalin stimulates melatonin synthesis through cAMP accumulation. Some factors other than light can also influence melatonin levels. Electromagnetic fields, age, male sex, Cushing syndrome, hypogonadotrophic hypogonadism, alcoholism seem to be associated with lower melatonin secretion. Female sex, hypergonadotrophic hypogonadism, sport and fasting seem to be linked to higher melatonin secretion. Some pathologies and drugs can modulate some steps of the neuroanatomic pathway of melatonin synthesis. Stress has no effect. The influence of weight and height is still investigated. Once released, melatonin can act on different organs through specific receptors (retina, supra-chiasmatic nucleus, hypophysis, brain, blood vessels, digestive tract, ovaries).